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Evidence that our food environment can affect meal size is often 
taken to indicate a failure of ‘conscious control’. By contrast, our 
research suggests that ‘expected satiation’ (fullness that a food 
is expected to confer) predicts self-selected meal size. However, 
the role of meal planning as a determinant of actual meal size 
remains unresolved, as does the extent to which meal planning 
is commonplace outside the laboratory. Here, we quantified meal 
planning and its relation to meal size in a large-cohort study. Participants 
(N= 764; 25.6 yrs, 78% female) completed a questionnaire 
containing items relating to their last meal. The majority (91%) 
of meals were consumed in their entirety. Furthermore, in 92% of 
these cases the participants decided to consume the whole meal, 
even before it began. A second major objective was to explore 
the prospect that meal plans are revised based on within-meal 
experience (e.g., development of satiation). Only 8% of participants 
reported ‘unexpected’ satiation that caused them to consume less 
than anticipated. Moreover, at the end of the meal 57% indicated 
that they were not fully satiated, and 29% continued eating beyond 
comfortable satiation (often to avoid wasting food). This pattern 
was neither moderated by BMI nor dieting status, and was observed 
across meal types. Together, these data indicate that meals are 
often planned and that planning corresponds closely with amount 
consumed. By contrast, we find limited evidence for within-meal 
modification of these plans, suggesting that ‘pre-meal cognition’ is 
an important determinant of meal size in humans. This research 
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